U ntil recently, scholars rarely asked what language resounded in medieval places of Jewish prayer. The great liturgical and customary compendium known as the Ma ḥ zor Vitry emphasized the Hebrew prayer practices of a literate (and male) community of users.
2 The chance survival of liturgical hymns, or fragments of hymns, composed in the vernacular, did little to unsettle the assumption that the formal worship experience of medieval European Jews was dominated by Hebrew. A Judeo-French lament for thirteen victims of an auto da f é in Troyes in 1288, a snippet of a drinking song scrawled in a Passover haggadah , or even a bilingual wedding song preserved in the Ma ḥ zor Vitry could be associated with paraliturgical activity.
3 Thus, they seemed to confirm the belief that the vernacular made few, if any, inroads into the Jewish house of prayer. Neither the growing trend toward affective devotion in the larger culture, nor the rise of Romance prose was seen as a factor that might have created an opening for vernacular prayer. 4 Nonetheless, there is evidence that at least some French Jews did choose to pray in the language of daily life. Between 1933 and 1956, Hiram Peri (Pf laum) published two articles detailing the contents of several stray folios recovered from the binding of a late fifteenth-century biblical codex in Heidelberg.
5 Among them, three parchment bifolia contained hymns ( piyyutim) by a revered poet of Late Antiquity, Eleazar beribbi Kallir. The hymns were not, however, in their original Hebrew, but translated into Old French inscribed in Hebrew characters. Pf laum's dating (ca. 1300) put these fragments among the earliest of the known French vernacular compositions preserved in Hebrew letters. 6 Largely ignored since their publication, these texts are overdue for new attention.
The hymns preserved in the Heidelberg fragment are Kallir's Ansikha malki/lefanav behithallekhi and Zekher te ḥ illat kol ma'as , with their connecting prose ligatures. They belong, respectively, to the malkhuyot and zikhronot sections of the Musaf liturgy for Rosh Hashanah. According to Pf laum, they may have been intended for a cantor or congregants not at ease with learned Hebrew, perhaps Jewish women.
7 Certainly, Jewish men as well as women might have found the vernacular a relief on long festival days, but that is not the only option. I would like to suggest that, rather than a default to a less learned style, the vernacular translations illustrate new ways of relating to sacred Hebrew texts, some anticipated in exegetical genres. They may also represent a concession to a yearning for a prayer experience that was close to the language of daily living and thought-much in keeping with the affective piety of the times.
This essay treats Kallir's Ansikha Malki , the first of the piyyutim preserved in MS Heidelberg Or. 490. What do these texts tell us about the intellectual world of the translator and the men and women for whom he translated this poem? As Ephraim Kanarfogel has demonstrated, northern French rabbis long associated with the talmudic dialectics of the Tosafist school also showed interest in biblical exegesis and piyyut composition.
8 Their eclectic approaches are ref lected in this translator's work, as he demonstrates familiarity both with the tools of peshat reading that characterized twelfth-century French exegesis and the aggadic traditions that had long been enlisted to reconcile textual difficulties in the biblical text. Peshat readings typically turned to narrative as a way of smoothing snags or filling gaps between biblical verses, and our translator has also applied this technique to Kallir's hymn, replacing a difficult, non-narrative structure with one his audience would find easy to grasp and enjoy. This deliberate reworking challenges the view that the vernacular translation represents a "dumbing down" of the original for a late thirteenth-century audience. On the contrary, both the translator and his audience demonstrate awareness of recent literary, philological, exegetical, and cultural trends.
The translator's efforts are especially striking because classical liturgical poetry, especially from the Late Antique period represented by Kallir, did not lend itself to narrative. Early composers of piyyutim conf lated past, present, and future. In place of "plot" or narrative, their phrases triggered a cascade of textual associations that emphasized the simultaneity of sacred and mundane history. Not only does this stylistic density make it difficult to disentangle past from present from messianic future, but the resulting "verticality" of the verses resists the forward progression that is the essence of narrative writing. The Old French translator's achievement is all the more remarkable when we realize that he has not only translated the language of the Hebrew original, but its way of thinking, too.
Appended to the essay is a full translation of the Hebrew and Old French versions of the hymn into English (see table 15A.1 ); the translations are the
